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A folksong from the Indus 
Valley, composed in the 
eighteenth century, greets 
the Prophet dozens of 
times, taking up the 
welcome that once the 
angels and the blessed 
souls in Paradise accorded 
to him: 

Muhammad, peace be upon him,, you traveled to 
heavens high, 

The angels addressed you with "Welcome!" 

The inhabitants of the heavens too 

Said: "Welcome, a hundred times welcome !"1 

The Prophet's mysterious night journey (isra) 
through the heavens has inspired a literature 
even more comprehensive than that about the 
miracles accompanying his birth. 2 
Furthermore, from the viewpoint of both 
theologians and mystics, his ascension to 
heaven (mi'raj) is much more important in the 
Divine Heilsgeschichte than the maulid. 

The nucleus out of which the story of the mysterious journey grew is the 
statement at the beginning of Sura 17: 

"Praised be He who traveled by night with His servant from the sacred 
mosque to the farthest sanctuary!" 

The "farthest sanctuary," or rather the "farthest mosque," al-masjid al- 
aqsa”, was interpreted as meaning Jerusalem: 4 hence the present name of 
the AlAqsa mosque in that city. 

The earliest biography of the Prophet, the Sira of Ibn Ishaq, tells the 
story thus: 

One night the angel Gabriel lifts the Prophet onto a heavenly mount 
called Buraq; Muhammad, peace be upon him, then travels with Gabriel, 
and on this night journey or isra', he is shown the marvels of heaven and 
earth en route to Jerusalem, where he meets with the former prophets and 






leads them in ritual prayer'. Then, from the "farthest mosque" he begins his 
heavenly journey, first described as climbing a heavenly ladder, mi'raj . 5 
(Some 




6 . 



commentators separate the two events— the night journey and 
the ascent to heaven— but even Ibn Ishaq combines both, and 
since he is regarded as the most reliable biographer of the 
Prophet, his account is generally the basis for further 
elaborations.) The ascent is described as followed in his Sira: 

A trustworthy person has reported to me from Abu Sa'id 
that he had heard Muhammad, peace be upon him, tell: 

"After I had done the necessary in Jerusalem I was brought 
a ladder (mi' raj), and I never saw a more beautiful one. It 
was the one upon which the dead turn their glances at the 
resurrection. My friend [Gabriel] made me climb until we 
reached one of the heavenly gates, which is called Gate of 
the Guard. There twelve hundred angels were acting as 
guardians. 

Here, Isma'il asks Muhammad, peace be upon him's name 
and inquires whether he is indeed a true messenger . 1 After 
receiving a satisfactory answer, he allows Muhammad, peace be 
upon him, to pass through the heavens. In the lowest heaven the 
Prophet sees Adam, in front of whom the souls of mankind are 
paraded, and he is shown the punishments of the sinners, which 
correspond to the nature of their crimes. Those who have 
embezzled the money of orphans must swallow fire; usurers 
with terribly swollen bodies are chased by crocodiles into the 
fire and are trampled down; and so on, through many other, even 
more horrible punishments. 



There is no tradition that would suggest any angel called Ismai’l at the gate of heaven asking 
Gabriel or Muhammad, peace be upon them both, and the question that the angels at the gate of 
the first and other heavens asked was not about the authenticity of his being prophet (peace be 
upon him) but if he had been called or, alternatively translated, if his time of ba’ath 
(prophethood) had come. The conversation between the sojourners and the gatekeepers goes like 
this: Gatekeeper said, Who is it?. The Angel Gabriel replied, “Gabriel.” The gatekeepers say: 
“Who is with you?” He said, “Muhammad”. “Has he been called? / or Has his time of baath 
come?” The Angel said, “Yes, he has been called?” Ibn Ishaq’a translator (Guillaume in English) 
as reported by Schimmel here, seems to have mistranslated these phrases. If one were to distort 
the content of the message, to knowledgable Muslims it would amount to hurling a mischief, 
deliberate or not. 




